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Zora Neale Hurston, a very important female writer in African American 
literature history, is regarded as the mother of black female literature for her 
excellent contributions. Her representative work Their Eyes Were Watching God 
depicts a black woman Janie’s journey in self-discovery, pursuit of self and ultimate 
realization of self through three marriages. Janie’s three marriages are interwoven 
with multiple micro-power relationships. Janie finally acquires the equal status with 
men and fulfils her true self through constant struggles against oppression and 
pursuit of self in her three marriages where various kinds of micro-power 
relationships are omnipresent. 
According to the theory of Michel Foucault, power is a kind of relationship 
involving two individuals where one can direct or determine the behavior of the 
other, and the other may endeavors to avoid or resist such control or attempt to 
dominate the actions of others in turn, thus in this way to form a complex network of 
interpersonal power relations. Foucault’s micro-power theory centers on the 
interpersonal micro-power relations which is different from the traditional power 
theory which focuses on the macro-power relations between classes. Foucault’s 
micro-power relationship theory can be applied to analyze the complex relationships 
in Their Eyes Were Watching God, especially Janie’s complicated relationships with 
her three husbands. Foucault considers that family is a good site to analyze power 
relations. Therefore, Foucault’s contribution of micro-power theory offers a very 
useful and practical framework for analyzing the power relations existed among 
women and men at the family level, such as the power relations represented in 
Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God.  
In this thesis, Foucault’s micro-power relation theory will be applied to analyze 
Janie’s complex power relations with her three husbands, including both repressive 















Introduction contains a brief account of the female writer Zora Neale Hurston and 
her literary achievements, a general introduction of Their Eyes Were Watching God 
and literature review, the theoretical framework as well as the significance of this 
study. 
Chapter I analyzes Janie’s repressive power relationships with her grandmother 
Nanny and her first husband Logan. Chapter II centers on the patriarchal and 
economic power relations between Janie and her second husband Joe. Their power 
relation is also repressive and Janie’s resistance and reasoning against such 
repressive power will be analyzed. Chapter III analyzes the productive emotional 
power relationships between Janie and Tea Cake, Janie’s third husband. A summary 
of the findings and the limitations of the study will be given and suggestions for 
further studies will be put forward accordingly in Conclusion. 
Hopefully the result of this study may offer a new way of reading Their Eyes 
Were Watching God and Foucault’s theory of power can be applied to Hurston’s 
other fictions. 
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1  Zora Neale Hurston and Her Literary Creation 
1.1  Zora Neale Hurston the Great Writer 
Zora Neale Hurston (1891-1960) is one of the greatest American writers of the 
20th century in the period of the Harlem Renaissance. She was born in Alabama but 
grew up in Eatonville, Florida, the first incorporated black community in America 
which shaped her life and her writing to a significant degree. Hurston’s father, a 
mayor, a Baptist preacher and carpenter of the town, provided Hurston with a happy 
life. In 1904 Hurston’s mother died, and then she left home and worked for a 
traveling theatre company. In 1917, she attended Morgan Academy in Baltimore 
where she finished high school. In 1918, she entered Howard University and studied 
there off and on for the next four years and published various short stories and plays 
in the campus literary magazine. In 1925, Hurston moved to New York and became 
an active member in the Harlem Renaissance. From 1925 to 1928, she attended 
Barnard College, studying under the guidance of the famous anthropologist Franz 
Boas and received a B.A. degree. After graduation, she went on with her graduate 
studies in anthropology in Columbia University. In the period of the Harlem 
Renaissance when black artists moved from traditionally dialectical works and 
imitation of white writers to the exploration of their own culture and the pride in 
their race, Hurston practiced literary creation in combination with anthropology. 
Hurston’s stories appeared in major magazines, and she penned four novels, two 
books of folklore, an autobiography, essays, short stories and plays. However, by the 
late 1950s, Hurston was living in obscurity, working as a maid in a Florida hotel. 
During a period of financial and medical difficulties, she had to live in St. Lucie 
County Welfare Home where she suffered a stroke and then died of hypertensive 















Pierce, Florida with no name. Though she enjoyed some success during her lifetime, 
her greatest acclaim came posthumously. It was in 1973 when Alice Walker traveled 
to Florida to place a marker on Hurston’s grave inscribing the phrase: “A Genius of 
the South” that critics began to pay much attention to her. In 1975, Alice Walker’s 
essay “In Search of Zora Neale Hurston” was published in Ms. Magazine. Since then, 
Hurston’s works became popular (Ward and Natchez 3). 
Hurston is a prolific writer. She published a short story “John Redding Goes to 
Sea” (1921) and a poem “O Night” (1921) in Howard University’s literary magazine. 
As the first African student in Barnard College, Hurston worked harder than others 
under Franz Boas and during this period, she showed great interest in the black 
folklore. From 1934 to 1948, Hurston published two folklore collections: Mules and 
Men, Tell My Horse and completed four novels: Seraph on the Suwanee, Jonah’s 
Gourd Vine , Moses, Man of The Mountain, Their Eyes Were Watching God and an 
autobiography, Dust Tracks on a Road, which won the Anisfield Wolf Award. 
As a writer, Hurston is famous for her language, her story-telling ability, and 
celebration of southern black culture in the United States. Her works embody the 
spirit of black culture. As a keen observer, Hurston knows what African women 
writers should do in that era. When most contemporaries focused on the issue of race, 
she turned to what she really loved and paid much attention to the problems of 
individuals. She centers her work on the daily life and marriage of the common black 
people and rejects the models offered by the whites. So unlike her literary 
predecessors and contemporaries, Hurston celebrates black images in a positive way, 
reflecting the positive attitude of black people towards life as well as their tragedy in 
life. 
1.2  An Introduction of Their Eyes Were Watching God 
    Their Eyes Were Watching God is a profound novel emanating black women’s 
process of growth and maturity entwined in the power relations of marriage. It is 
“the record of black development from materialism and passivity to self-respect, 
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